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Abstract: This paper focuses on the institutional dynamics of family-led 
organic farms in the mountains of Nepal. It is based on continuous observations 
and experiences of local farmers who have dedicated themselves to organic 
agriculture for a significant period of time. It is found that family-led organic 
farming can contribute significantly to the sustainable use of local agricultural 
resources. The family, as an autonomous institution, is found to be effective for 
governance of local agricultural resources by transferring indigenous knowledge 
systems and traditional farming technologies to successive generations. We 
realised that it is most important to recognise local processes that govern the 
use of agricultural resources and local innovations that augment the practices of 
organic farming. It is concluded that family farms in mountainous regions of 
Nepal should be developed as an important sector of agriculture by enacting 
sound policies for local agricultural resources governance, empowering 
regional development bodies, and strengthening local market.  
Keywords: agricultural resources governance; organic farming; family 
farming; sustainable mountain development; Nepal. 
Reference to this paper should be made as follows: Sharma, S.K. (2014) 
‘Family as an autonomous institution for local agricultural resources 
governance: discourse on organic agriculture development in the mountains  
of Nepal’, Int. J. Agricultural Resources, Governance and Ecology, Vol. 10, 
No, 4, pp.325–334. 
Biographical notes: Sundar Kumar Sharma is an institutional research director 
at Sunrise Synergy Institutions, (Sunrise Pashmina and Nepal Green Hills 
Agro), Kathmandu, Nepal. He is researching in the field of natural resources 
governance and organic agriculture development, geographies of ‘policy 
mobilities’ and collective identities of the mountain regions. He is among the 
pioneers in the field of organic fabric development. Currently he is working on 
development of a system of organic cashmere production from the Himalayas 
of Nepal. 
 
   
 
   
   
 
   
   
 
   
   326 S.K. Sharma    
 
    
 
 
   
   
 
   
   
 
   
       
 
1 Introduction 
The United Nations has declared 2014 as the ‘Year of Family Farming’, affirming that 
family farming and smallholder farming are an important basis for sustainable food 
production aimed at achieving food security, and recognising the important contribution 
that family farming and smallholder farming can play in providing food security and 
eradicating poverty in the attainment of the internationally agreed development goals 
(UN, 2011). As a dominant mode of production, family farms contribute significantly in 
the local and global economy. Smallholder family farmers produce four-fifths of the 
developing world’s food. They are key contributors of global food security (IFAD, 
2014). Literally, family farming is a self-organising system of families and their social 
networks. Family farming practice draws on various indigenous, cultural and ecological 
knowledge systems for the development of comprehensive practices on local agricultural 
resource governance. Vorley (2002) says that family farmers regularly achieve higher 
and more dependable production from their land than do larger farms operating in similar 
environments. It is realised that sustainable development of family farming is a key 
option to feed the world, enhance local resources and alleviate poverty. It is evident that 
family farming practices, local farmers’ knowledge systems and their adaptive capacity 
seem to be innovative in the field of local agricultural resources governance and 
sustainable development.  
1.1 The context of family farming in Nepal 
Most of the family farms in Nepal are located in the mountains. These farms are 
characterised by the traditional way of farming using no (or low) external inputs and 
conserving the biodiversity in the farm. The low input farming system provides the 
condition for a potential increase in organic farming in many regions of Nepal (Burlakoti 
et al., 2012). It seems that the traditional way of family farming has high potential for 
organic agriculture development. According to the widely accepted definition of IFOAM, 
organic agriculture combines tradition, innovation and science to benefit the shared 
environment and promote fair relationships and a good quality of life for all involved 
(IFOAM, 2009). It implies that traditional practices and local innovations are essential for 
organic farming. There is an incredible diversity of local traditional culture and 
agricultural practices, many of them are based on the indigenous and ecological 
knowledge systems.  
Recently the family-led organic farms are mushrooming in green hills and the 
mountains of Nepal. They are based on the family institutions and practices. They are 
autonomously governed through the local agricultural resources governance perspectives. 
Their organic farming practices are based on the principles of organic agriculture.  
IFOAM articulated the principles of organic agriculture as; a. principle of health: 
Organic Agriculture should sustain and enhance the health of soil, plant, animal, human 
and planet as one and indivisible, b. principle of ecology: Organic Agriculture should be 
based on living ecological systems and cycles, work with them, emulate them and help 
sustain them, c. Principle of fairness: Organic Agriculture should build on relationships 
that ensure fairness with regard to the common environment and life opportunities, and d. 
principle of care: Organic Agriculture should be managed in a precautionary and 
responsible manner to protect the health and well-being of current and future generations 
and the environment. 
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Most of the successful family-led organic farms are based on green hills and the 
mountains of Nepal. We carried out a purposive sampling of selected cases for an 
analysis. We found some very successful examples of family farming models (family-led 
organic farms):  
 A family farm with an institutional arrangement of organic farming system, 
education and development activities, meditation and yoga (Karmayoga) practices 
for right/balanced living. 
o Shree Aurobindo’s Ashram Mandir, lying on the lap of the Chandragiri hill 
(3000 m) in the western side of Kathmandu valley, is an ideal example of a 
family-led organic farm operated as a child-welfare and an ‘art of living’ 
organisation. Sri Aurobindo’s Ashram Mandir was established in 1993 as a non-
profit organisation that wishes to promote and materialise the ideology of Sri 
Aurobindo and the Mother (mystics from India) in order to uplift human life 
through an action with awareness (Karmayoga) for spiritual and material well-
being. Organic farming is a main focus of the Ashram. About 1.5 hectare of the 
land of the Ashram is allocated for organic farming. Sri Aurobindo’s Ashram 
Mandir is an ideal home for more than 150 destitute children and 50 adults. All 
of the Ashram residents carry out organic farming as their Karmayoga (an 
action with awareness for both spiritual and material well being) to live life in 
harmony. The Ashram has an institutional arrangement for education 
development, entrepreneurship development and spiritual development like 
meditation and yoga practices.  
 A family farm with an institutional arrangement for conservation and management of 
agricultural resources, conservation of landscape to attract amenity users, promotion 
of agro-tourism destination, and protection of indigenous and ecological knowledge 
systems for ecosystem management.  
o Double Rainbow Home-stay Organic Farm is an ideal family-led farm that has 
been operated as an eco-farm to conserve local resources, enhance biodiversity, 
promote agro-tourism and provide an environment for home-stay tourism and 
recreational purposes. The farm is located in the green hills of Banepa (the 
eastern side of Kathmandu valley). The farm was started fifteen years ago. It is 
being managed by an indigenous family (Newar) of Kathmandu Valley. Now, it 
is an ideal eco-farm of about 1 hectare of land with diverse varieties of crops, 
fruits, vegetable and spices.  
 A family farm with an institutional arrangement of research and development 
facilities, training and knowledge management activities, and farmers’ capacity 
development activities for sustainable pathways of local agricultural resources 
governance.  
o Everything Organic Nursery is an ideal family-led organic farm that has been 
operated as a resource centre for the local farmers. It was established in 2010 
with the overall aim of recognising the wealth and health of traditional Nepali 
rural life and enhancing this way of life using new approaches and materials for 
organic farming. The farm is a resource centre for training local farmers on 
sustainable pathways of local agricultural resources governance. The farm is 
located in the middle hills of Kavre district. About 2 hectares of the land of the 
   
 
   
   
 
   
   
 
   
   328 S.K. Sharma    
 
    
 
 
   
   
 
   
   
 
   
       
 
farm is allocated for organic farming. The farm conducts research activities on 
bio-intensive organic methods for higher yields; demonstrates new varieties of 
vegetables, fruit, berries, nuts; provides technical assistance to member farmers; 
conduct research on locally made bio-pesticides; conduct trainings; produces 
and sells different varieties of vegetable seeds, grafted fruit and nut trees.  
1.1.1 Sustainability dimensions of the selected cases of family-led organic farms  
As we have mentioned above, these types of family farms are found to be based on the 
principles of organic agriculture. They are found to be self-sustainable and self-governed 
and supposed to enhance adaptive capacity at local level. They are found to be 
economically viable and socially responsible. Family-led organic farming is low (or no) 
input based (no use of pesticides and chemical fertilisers) system. It entails that family-
led organic farming is really effective in local biological resources enhancement, local 
market promotion, local economy growth, local income generation, local innovation 
promotion, and local farmers’ capacity building for policy process. In fact, these family-
led organic farms are found to be significantly responsible for sustainable agricultural 
development at local level. In can be concluded that organic farming systems at local 
level are consciously developed for human welfare, animal care and soil health, ecology 
and well being of the natural environment.  
2 Family as an autonomous institution for local agricultural  
resources governance 
Institutions are like cultural rules with collective meaning carried by cultures (Scott and 
Mayer, 1994). In the context of family farming, the institutional framework is found to be 
a set of values that guides the operations and activities of a family-farm through 
traditional, social and cultural knowledge systems, beliefs and practices. Thus guided 
farming practice cares ecological, economical and social dimensions of development 
thereby maintaining the harmony and co-existence of each and every family member 
within the family and society.  
Family farms are important contributors in delivering public goods (EU, 2013). They 
are generating important features such as functioning ecological system, preservation of 
landscape and cultural heritage. So, they seem to be significant to shape the aspects of 
local and global economy. Family farms are found to be care institutions that have the 
essential function to carry out social, economic and environmental services for the 
society. Through an observation on family farmer’s experience it is known that a family 
autonomy is needed for autonomous decision making for professional and occupational 
development (e.g. in organic conversion, for selection of crops, in developing market, in 
setting standards and prices, in defining ownership etc.). The decision making is 
governed through an autonomous thinking process and cognitive behaviour derived from 
centuries old indigenous knowledge systems, cultural values and practices. It is a kind of 
self-governing functioning system with which each and every family member joins in a 
family farming practice as a participatory teamwork. In this governing system each 
individual respects on moral and social ethics by observing the co-existence of the self, 
society and nature. It is seen that traditional farming systems shapes the family structure 
and the family structure shapes the knowledge and practices on farming systems.  
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Institution operates at a variety of levels, and their elements can be embodied in and 
carried by cultures, by regimes and by formal organisations (Michelsen et al., 2001; 
Lynggaard, 2001). In fact, institutionalisation of family farms is a cultural process 
because the elements of family institutions originate from the family (e.g. family norms, 
cultural values, age, gender etc.) and the society (social relationships etc.).  
According to Lynggaard (2001), farmers’ institutional environment has three 
different interfaces i.e. farmer/market, farmer/policy and farmer/farming systems. 
Through local farmers’ perspectives; family autonomy on the land ownership (farm and 
farming accessories), entitlement of local resources etc. are found to be the most 
significant element in the family and national policy interface. Family values and 
knowledge systems, identity, dignity and recognition are found to be the most significant 
element of farmer and farming systems interface. Recognition of standards and quality of 
goods, services and practices etc. are found to be the most significant elements in the 
farmer and market interface.  
3 The discourse – ‘Sustainable Development of Family-led  
Organic Farming’ 
Family farms are often considered more resilient than the large scale corporate farms 
(EU, 2013). Discussion paper of the council of European Union (23 July 2013) depict 
that family-farms are not driven not only by economic rationale but also social cultural 
and ecological motives but they provide a significant contribution in increasing 
production efficiency in order to meet the challenges of food and nutrition security, cc 
adaptation and mitigation and the sustainable use of natural resources.  
Based on the local farmers’ experience, it is suggested that family led organic farms 
in mountains of Nepal can give rise to a strong local economy. Family farming in 
mountains is considered to be the major factor contributing to the sustainability of 
mountains regions. The rise of family-led organic farming practices (and organic 
agriculture movement) has created an important social realm relating to the co-existence 
of the organic consumers and organic producers binding with the principles and practices 
of sustainable development of local culture and environment.  
To move ahead with the institutional innovation for sustainable organic farming, 
there is a critical need to identify structural and functional changes within the farmers’ 
organisations. From a farmer’s perspective, the institutional innovation should give an 
attention to gender equality as recent social changes offer women (farming women) the 
opportunity to produce goods and services (and hence they are the key elements of the 
production system and market). Another important aspect is to protect organic farming 
from being conventionalised. It has to be continually practiced and developed by the 
farmers who have ecological knowledge and are ready to agree with organic principles. 
According to Best (2006), organic agriculture exhibits signs of conventionalisation and 
large proportion of so-called organic farmers do not show pro-environmental attitudes. 
Kristiansen (2006) says that beyond the industrialised countries of Western Europe and 
North America, a large growth in organic agriculture was occurring during the 1980s in 
parts of Oceania, central and South America, Asia and Africa. Kristiansen pointed out 
that many of these regions have existing indigenous farming systems that could be 
readily adapted to organic farming. So, the local and traditional family-farms that possess 
traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) systems seem to be effective to support organic 
development ethically and sustainably. 
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Farmers’ attitudes depend on the environment where they interact. According to 
Lynggaard (2001), the continuous and substantial development of the organic farming 
sector is related to the characteristics of the institutional environment it evolves within. 
From a series of observations of family-farms in mountains of Nepal, it is found that 
traditional farmers are the great resources of ecological knowledge and they can readily 
convert them into organic. With this realisation family-led organic farms are found to be 
very effective to sustain organic farming practices. Local farmers suggest that it is 
necessary to address the certification challenges, inadequacy of knowledge on policy and 
market issues, market access challenges, negative perceptions of the non-organic actors, 
production challenges etc., to carry out institutional innovations and supports for local 
organic practices.  
Without a strong environment, producers and producers’ organisations alone may 
lack the capacity to anticipate market trends and changes (Lynggaard, 2001). So, 
negotiation skills and power, social and political representation etc., are also important 
for family-farmers to strengthen their institutional environment. Political empowerment 
of the local farmers is very important. Knowledge extension institutions within the 
farmers’ community can be effective to generate and restore knowledge among farmers 
and keep them intact. It is necessary to make them able to negotiate on development 
agendas and policy issues because formation, implementation, enforcement of national 
organic standards is also a political process and it is always a matter of power relations 
among the actors of organic development at local and global level as well. At the same 
time, as organic agriculture has simultaneously became more popular and debatable, the 
production and market trends have reinforced questions on knowledge base of production 
system of so called organic producers. More precise, reliable and valid criteria for 
certification and labelling have to be set up through widely accepted knowledge systems.  
The role of the collective identity of family-farms (which are based on traditional and 
indigenous knowledge and practices) along with the agendas for strengthening the 
institutional arrangement in favour of family-farms raise the question of legitimacy and 
sustainability of the organic farming practices led by small families in the mountains. To 
make it legitimate in a wider arena, the new institutions should build up standards and 
norms. According to Konstantinidis (2013), strong cooperative and other effective forms 
of farmer’s associations would empower small farmers helping them to avoid paying 
large fees to certifiers, finance and input providers and merchants, while providing them 
with the economic and technical support to compete effectively against large-scale farms. 
At the same time, these forms of organisation could effectively enforce high standards on 
the treatment of labour, while allowing us to move towards an ecologically and a socially 
sustainable methods of production.  
4 Conclusion 
The ‘Trade and Environment Review’ publication of the United Nations (2013) states 
that small-scale organic farming is the most sustainable way to feed the world. It implies 
that small-scale organic farming is more sustainable and regenerative production systems 
that improve the productivity of small-scale farmers. This supports our argument on 
sustainable development of family-led organic farming practices in the mountains of 
Nepal.  
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Strengthening family farming institutions through partnerships and collaborations is 
necessary. New institutional arrangements should be carried out with special attention to 
gender empowerment with greater emphasis on ‘mountain women’ as silent contributors 
of sustainable mountain development with special focus on their collective identities 
suggested by Rudaz and Debarbieux (2012), entitlement of ownership on local resources, 
and participatory approaches to certification of goods and services. Local political 
economic structures are necessary to support and strengthen local agro-economic 
conditions. A regional development sector for family farming is necessary to strengthen 
farmers' institutions.  
Morgan and Murdoch (2000) say that the organic chain farmers can once again 
become the knowing agents. It implies that farmers can develop knowledge systems and 
empower themselves but it is necessary to assist them to organise participatory research 
and development programs in their community. They can generate knowledge on market 
technology and policy process. They can play vital role in local and global organic 
movements. So, international forums of organic movements and mountain development 
should be easily accessible for family farmers where they can exchange knowledge with 
diversified communities. There should be a favourable environment for private sector 
investment for intuitional development in knowledge extension, market development and 
production process. The success of organic farming should be evaluated by the numbers 
of participating farmers, rather than by area covered, as has been the predominant 
approach so far (Konstantinidis, 2012). It is very important for indigenous community to 
maintain the culture of self-governance with self-sustainability, and self- regulation 
process to make their practices legitimate, accountable and responsible. Political 
commitments such as avoiding conflicting drive to maximise production, hammering 
proactive policy, initiating organic technology research, providing market incentives and 
institutionalisation of Nepalese organic movements are imperative to further enhance 
organic agriculture sector in Nepal (Bhatta, Doppler and Khatri-Chhetri, 2009). 
Development of short food supply chains, direct marketing, local market development 
and local food systems etc. can maintain producer-consumer relationships and develop 
value chains through collaborations with organic leaders and promoters in national and 
international arena. Policy makers should consider the support of farmers’ institutions, 
provision of training to farmers, raise farmers awareness about environment, economic 
and health benefits of organic farming (Karki et al., 2011). Pro-environmental attitude of 
small-scale farmers should be recognised. Socially and ecologically responsible 
behaviours of indigenous farmers should be rewarded.  
“A radical shift in the perception and attitude towards indigenous peoples has 
occurred through a series of historical developments, namely indigenous peoples’ 
political emergence, an increasing importance accorded to the local level, and the 
recognition that traditional knowledge may bring key contributions to environmental 
governance” (Hufty, 2014). Drawing on the observations of Hufty, it is imperative to 
highlight indigenous knowledge systems and practices in the discourses of sustainable 
resources governance.  
Vorley (2002) says that farmers are guardians (if not the owners) of vast proportions 
of global stocks of natural capital – soil, water, carbon, and biodiversity. He emphasises 
the importance of indigenous knowledge and led to ‘Farmer First’ approaches for 
development and natural resource management. Vorley advocates that technological and  
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political developments under the rubric of ‘globalisation’ are bringing family farms from 
a wide variety of agro-ecological and economic endowments and constraints into direct 
competition. In fact, family-led organic farming system is more advantageous than the 
conventional farming system economically, socially and ecologically. Family farming 
practices are more sustainable than conventional farming practices and family farming 
system is found to be more responsible for human and animal welfare as compared to the 
corporate big farms. Family-led organic farming practices are new innovations for the 
sustainable governance of the local natural resources and are efficient instruments for 
sustainable agriculture development. With the rise of efficient and productive institutions 
at local level, family-farming systems help to enhance the adaptive capacity. These new 
innovations help to increase the private investment in sustainable agricultural 
development and motivate local farmers to create sustainable value chain for local 
agricultural commodities. In fact these processes are highly efficient to restore 
indigenous and ecological knowledge systems which are very much important for the 
biodiversity conservation and agricultural resources management. Ostrom et al. (1999) 
said that protecting institutional diversity related to how diverse peoples cope with 
common pool resources may be as important for our long-run survival as the protection 
of biological diversity. In this realisation, family farming should be considered a well 
organised practice of social institutions which reserve a capacity to protect biological 
diversity and address sustainable governance of agricultural resources. 
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